Relationships with patients in oncology: can a clinician be a friend?
Encounters with patients who are experiencing a life crisis such as cancer can be profoundly meaningful to both patients and those caring for them. Intense emotional involvement with patients can also lead to difficulties including "burnout" (Davitz and Davitz 1975), interstaff conflict (Burnham 1966; Pollack and Battle 1963; Robinson 1984; Weintraub 1964), and violation of professional boundaries (Applebaum 1990; Gartrell et al. 1986; Gutheil 1989a, 1989b). Nicholi (1988) has reviewed the challenges that psychotherapists face in maintaining relationships with patients that are both close and therapeutic. However, there has been little research into the relationships that clinicians in other medical disciplines have with their patients. This report describes both the stresses and rewards of relationships with oncology patients in a comprehensive sample of 192 staff members at a regional cancer center, interviewed about factors affecting their job satisfaction.